Background: Among Belgian adolescents active transport (AT) is a common physical activity (PA) behavior. Preliminary evidence suggests that AT can be an important opportunity for increasing adolescents' daily PA levels. To inform interventions, predictors of this PA behavior need to be further explored. Therefore, in the perspective of the ecological models this study aimed (a) to investigate the relationship between the perception of neighborhood built environmental attributes and adolescents ' AT and (b) to explore the contribution of the perception of neighborhood built environmental attributes beyond psychosocial factors. Methods: For the purpose of this study, data from the Belgian Environmental Physical Activity Study in Youth (BEPAS-Y), performed between 2008 and 2009, was used. The final study population consisted of 637 adolescents aged 13-15 years. The participants completed a survey measuring demographic and psychosocial factors, the Flemish Physical Activity Questionnaire and the Dutch version of the Neighborhood Environmental Walkability Scale. Results: A set of stepwise linear regression analyses with backward elimination revealed that a shorter distance to school, perceiving neighborhoods to have connected streets, a lower degree of land use mix diversity, less infrastructure for walking and a lower quality of the infrastructure for walking are associated with more min/day AT to and from school (p all <0.05). Furthermore, marginally significant associations (p < 0.10) were found between residential density and safety from crime and AT to and from school. No relationship between the perception of the neighborhood built environmental attributes and walking for transport during leisure time and cycling for transport during leisure time was found. Conclusions: The substantial contribution of the perception of neighbourhood built environmental attributes to AT found in Belgian adults, could not totally be confirmed by this study for Belgian adolescents. Among Belgian adolescents, the contribution of neighborhood environmental perceptions to explain the variance in AT seems to be dependent of the purpose of AT. Further research is needed to explore this relationship in specific subgroups and to overcome some of the limitations this study had to contend with.
Introduction
Walking and cycling for transport, also called "active transport" (AT), are common physical activity (PA) behaviors among Belgian adolescents. AT has been acknowledged by a number of studies as a PA behavior with a significant contribution to the overall PA level [1, 2] . Given the health benefits related to PA [3] [4] [5] , the proportion of school-aged youth that does not achieve the public health recommendations for PA [6, 7] and the decline in time spent in PA during adolescence [8, 9] it is of utmost importance to understand the factors that influence adolescents' PA behavior and in particular adolescents' AT to develop effective interventions.
Ecological models postulate the importance of the environment to explain PA behavior [10] . In adults, neighborhood built environmental attributes (e.g. neighborhood walkability, typically characterized by land use mix, connectivity, residential density) have been found to be related to PA, and in particular to AT, in different continents and countries [11] [12] [13] [14] .
In contrast to the consistent results in adults, the association between neighborhood built environmental attributes and adolescents' levels of PA is rather blurred [15, 16] . Within this area, more attention has been given to environmental correlates of AT to school than to other forms of AT [17, 18] . A number of studies among youth have found that higher levels of AT are associated with a shorter distance to school, higher residential density, the presence of facilities, safe roads, mixed land use, the presence of cul-de sacs and the presence of facilities to assist active travel [17, 19] . Nevertheless, based on the existing evidence, no definite conclusions can be drawn concerning the contribution of neighborhood built environmental factors in explaining other types of AT in adolescents, like AT during leisure time or to other destinations besides school [17, 20] .
The inconsistencies between results of previous studies are potentially influenced by the different definitions of the neighborhood built environmental attributes [21] and the different methods that were used to measure PA and the built environmental attributes [15, 16, 22] . According to Ball et al. (2008) , it is possible that objective assessments of built environmental attributes are indirectly associated with PA, whereas perceptions of environmental attributes have a more direct influence on PA [23] . Thus, the presence of neighborhood environmental attributes might not automatically influence the behavior in the absence of awareness of those attributes [23] .
Furthermore, given the large variation in built environmental attributes between different parts of the world (e.g. US, Australia and Europe), the conclusions from studies conducted in the US and Australia may not be generalizable to European countries. Finally, an important premise of the ecological models is that the contribution of demographic, psychosocial or environmental factors in explaining PA cannot be seen on their own [10] . When investigating the relative influence of environmental factors on PA, demographic and psychosocial factors need to be taken into account.
Regarding the inconsistencies and gaps in this area the present study investigated the relationship between the perception of neighborhood built environmental attributes and adolescents' AT. Secondly, this study explored the contribution of the perception of neighborhood built environmental attributes beyond psychosocial factors.
Method

Procedure and sample
The Belgian Environmental Physical Activity Study in Youth (BEPAS-Y) was conducted in Ghent (Belgium). The design, methods of recruitment, sampling and data collection are described elsewhere [24] . In short, 637 adolescents were recruited (response rate 59,0%; 49.5% boys) from 32 neighborhoods differing in objectively determined neighborhood walkability (GIS-based) and socio-economic status (SES) (using Belgian census data derived from the Belgian National Institute of Statistics): 16 low SES neighborhoods and 16 high SES neighborhoods of which in each SES group 8 were high walkable and 8 were low walkable. Adolescents who consented to participate were asked to fill in a questionnaire regarding PA, perceived environmental attributes, demographic and psychosocial factors.
Measures
The Flemish Physical Activity Questionnaire (FPAQ; interview version) was used [25] to determine the duration (hours and minutes per day) of AT to and from school, walking for transport during leisure time and cycling for transport during leisure time. The computerized version of this questionnaire was found to be a reliable and a reasonable valid instrument for the assessment of different dimensions of physical activity in 12 to 18 year old adolescents [25] . The FPAQ has been used in previous research assessing PA among adolescents [26, 27] .
To measure perceived neighborhood built environmental attributes, the Dutch version of the Neighborhood Environmental Walkability Scale (NEWS) was used [28] . This questionnaire was designed to assess the perception of neighborhood environmental attributes that were found to be relevant to walking and cycling for transport, based on the transportation and urban planning literature [29] .
To assess demographic factors (adolescents' gender, age and SES: educational attainment and employment of the parents) and psychosocial factors (modeling, social norm, social support from family and friends, self-efficacy, perceived benefits and perceived barriers towards PA) questions derived from previous studies in adults and adolescents [30] [31] [32] [33] [34] were used.
Analyses
Descriptive statistics were computed for the AT variables, demographic characteristics, psychosocial factors and explanatory variables (perceived neighborhood built environmental attributes) using SPSS 17.0. Tests for normal distribution revealed positive skewness of the AT variables.
To obtain distributions that more closely approximated symmetry, logarithmic transformations were conducted and the transformed variables were used in the analyses. For ease of interpretation, summary data of untransformed AT variables are reported in minutes/day (Table 1) .
Stepwise linear regression analyses with backward elimination were used to examine associations between the dependent variables (min/day AT to and from school, walking for transport during leisure time and cycling for transport during leisure time) and the explanatory variables (e.g. the perceived neighborhood built environmental attributes).
First, multicollinearity among demographic characteristics, psychosocial factors and neighborhood built environmental attributes was checked by conducting Pearson's correlations in SPSS 17.0. When the magnitude of the correlation coefficient indicated multicollinearity (>0.60), the variable that correlated the least with the dependent variable was excluded from further analyses.
All models were controlled for a set of demographic factors (age, gender, parental employment and educational attainment of the mother or father), regardless of their relationship with the AT-variables. These demographic covariates were entered as the first block in all models (model 1). To investigate the association Cycling for transport during leisure time: % that cycles for transport during leisure time
63.5
PA: physical activity. a never or a few times a year, monthly, more than once a month, more than once a week, almost daily. b strongly disagree, somewhat disagree, neither agree or disagree, somewhat agree, strongly agree. c never, seldom, sometimes, often, very often d I know I can't do it, I think I can't do it, I don' know If I can do it, I think I can do it, I know I can do it. e none, a few, about half, a lot, all. f > 30 min, 21-30 min, 11-20 min, 6-10 min, 1-5 min, g Strongly disagree, somewhat disagree, somewhat agree, strongly agreeNote: all perceived built environmental attributes were positively scored: higher score = more walkable. Note: Due to multicollinearity between the variables "educational attainment mother" and "educational attainment father", "self-efficacy internal" and "self-efficacy external" and "land use mix diversity" and "land use mix access", the variables "educational attainment father", "self-efficacy external" and "land use mix access" were excluded from further analyses. CI indicates confidence interval.
between AT and the perception of neighborhood built environmental attributes, the neighborhood built environmental attributes were entered as the second block in the models. All neighborhood environmental attributes were entered simultaneously and the attributes that met the criterion for elimination (p ≥ 0.10) were sequentially removed. The neighborhood environmental attribute that was associated the least with the dependent variable was considered the first for removal. This procedure was repeated until the neighborhood environmental attributes with a p < 0.10 remained (model 2).To explore the contribution of the perception of neighborhood built environmental attributes beyond psychosocial factors, the psychosocial variables (modeling, social norm, social support from family and friends, self-efficacy, perceived benefits and perceived barriers towards PA) were entered as the second block, regardless of their relationship with the AT-variables. Again, all neighborhood built environmental attributes were entered simultaneously and the attributes that met the criterion for elimination (p ≥ 0.10) were sequentially removed until the neighborhood environmental attributes that did not meet the criterion for removal remained (model 3). Clustering of individuals in neighborhoods was taken into account by using multilevel modeling (two levels: adolescent -neighborhood).
Results
Descriptive data for the demographic characteristics, psychosocial factors, perception of neighborhood built environmental attributes and AT variables can be found in Table 1 .
Environmental correlates of active transport to and from school Table 2 shows the results of the stepwise linear regression analyses with backward elimination concerning AT to and from school. The regression analysis with the demographic covariates entered as a first block, followed by the neighborhood built environmental attributes (model 2), revealed that distance to school (p < 0.001) and connectivity (p = 0.011) showed a strong and significant positive association with AT to and from school, whereas land use mix diversity (p = 0.042) and walking infrastructure (p = 0.032) showed a negative association with AT to and from school. Both residential density (p = 0.065) and safety for crime (p = 0.070) were found to be positively but marginally significantly associated with AT to and from school. Land use mix access, cycling infrastructure, safety for cycling, aesthetics and safety for traffic were not significant and excluded from the final model. The results of the regression analyses with the psychosocial covariates entered as a second block (model 3) were similar to the results of model 2. Distance to school (p < 0.001) and connectivity (p = 0.043) showed a significant positive association with AT to and from school, whereas land use mix diversity (p = 0.021) and walking infrastructure (p = 0.042) showed a negative association with AT to and from school. Residential density (p = 0.089) and safety for crime (p = 0.062) were found to be positively but marginally associated with AT to and from school. Land use mix access, cycling infrastructure, safety for cycling, aesthetics and safety for traffic were not significant and excluded from the final model. Table 3 shows the results of the stepwise linear regression analyses with backward elimination concerning walking for transport during leisure time. The regression analysis with the demographic covariates entered as a first block, followed by the neighborhood built environmental attributes (model 2), revealed that higher levels of traffic safety were significantly associated (p = 0.040) with more min/ day walking for transport during leisure time. Traffic safety remained significant (p = 0.023) after adding the set of psychosocial covariates (model 3). Residential density, land use mix diversity, land use mix access, connectivity, walking infrastructure, cycling infrastructure, safety for cycling, aesthetics, safety for crime and convenience of recreation facilities were not significant and excluded from the final models.
Environmental correlates of walking for transport during leisure time
Environmental correlates of cycling for transport during leisure time Table 4 shows the results of the stepwise linear regression analyses with backward elimination concerning cycling for transport during leisure time. Residential density and cycling infrastructure were the only neighborhood built environmental attributes that were retained in the final model of the regression analysis adjusted for the demographic covariates (model 2). Residential density was found negatively but marginally associated (p = 0.076) with cycling for transport during leisure time, while cycling infrastructure was found positively but also marginally associated (p = 0.090) with cycling for transport during leisure time. In model 3 none of the neighborhood environmental attributes remained significant and all of the neighborhood environmental attributes were excluded from the final model.
Discussion and conclusion
Based on the results of the present study we might cautiously assume that the relationship between perceived neighborhood built environmental attributes and AT previously found in adults [34] , is not totally comparable to the relationship found in Belgian adolescents. Among Belgian adolescents, the contribution of neighborhood built environmental perceptions to explain the variance in AT seems dependent of the purpose of AT. For AT during leisure time, the importance of the perception of the neighborhood environmental attributes seems rather negligible. After controlling for demographic characteristics and psychosocial factors, only the perception of a higher degree of traffic safety in the neighborhood was found to be associated with more walking for transport during leisure time. For cycling for transport during leisure time, none of the perceived neighborhood environmental attributes was found to be of importance. As to our knowledge this is one of the first studies to investigate the contribution of neighborhood built environmental attributes to active transport during leisure time among adolescents. Further research that focuses on AT during leisure time is therefore recommended. On the other hand, to explain AT to and from school the perception of the neighborhood built environmental attributes is important, even beyond the demographic characteristics and psychosocial factors. A shorter distance to school and perceiving neighborhoods to have connected streets, a lower degree of land use mix diversity, less infrastructure and a lower quality of the infrastructure for walking are found to be associated with more min/day AT to and from school. Furthermore, a higher degree of residential density and more safety for crime were also found to be marginally significantly associated with more AT to and from school. Within the literature focusing on active transport to school, the importance of the distance to school, the connectedness of neighborhood streets and the degree of residential density has been emphasized repeatedly [35] [36] [37] [38] [39] . These results highlight the need to build new schools in neighborhoods with a well-connected street network and a high degree of residential density. Furthermore, safety for crime was negatively associated with AT to and from school. Although this finding is somewhat counterintuitive, a lower perception of safety from crime is often associated with a higher residential density, which was positively associated with AT to and from school. Surprisingly, the availability and quality of walking infrastructure were negatively associated with AT to and from school. A possible explanation for this finding can be that adolescents prefer to take a route through parks, recreation domains or backstreets where no pavements or no well-maintained pavements are available instead of through busy city centers, which are usually characterized by paved and well-maintained sidewalks and bikelanes. Furthermore, we also found a negative association with land use mix diversity. A reason for this finding is not apparent. A more thorough examination of this issue is required. Recently, two papers were published describing the association between neighborhood built environmental attributes and adolescents' levels of PA in the same Belgian study sample. In the first paper [40] , the same questionnaire was used to measure AT and the perception of the neighborhood built environmental attributes. In contrast to the results of the present study, cul-de-sacs and availability and quality of cycling infrastructure were found to be positively associated with AT. However, as this study did not make a distinction between the different types of AT, comparison needs caution. The second paper described the association of the objectively determined neighborhood walkability with walking and cycling for transport during leisure time and AT to and from school [24] . The results of this paper revealed no associations between objectively determined neighborhood walkability and self-reported AT. However, the difference in results can be attributed to the measurement method of the neighborhood environmental attributes. According to Ball et al. (2008) , it is possible that objective assessments of built environmental attributes are indirectly associated with PA, whereas perceptions of environmental attributes have a more direct influence on PA.
A possible explanation for the distinction in the importance of neighborhood built environmental attributes to explain AT to and from school and AT for other purposes, might be that parents of young adolescents still play an important role in determining adolescents' exposure to factors that are favorable or unfavorable to PA [41] . Young adolescents are often dependent on parental rules governing travel and destination choices. During the week most of the adolescents' parents are both employed which makes it very difficult to drive their children from home to school and pick their children up after school. Belgian adolescents between 13 and 15 years are not allowed to drive cars nor mopeds and often have 
Convenience of recreation facilities
Note: Due to multicollinearity between the variables "educational attainment mother" and "educational attainment father", "self-efficacy internal" and "self-efficacy external" and "land use mix diversity" and land use mix access", the variables "educational attainment father", "self-efficacy internal" and "land use mix diversity" were excluded from further analyses. CI indicates confidence interval. 
Note: Due to multicollinearity between the variables "educational attainment mother" and "educational attainment father", "self-efficacy internal" and "self-efficacy external" and "land use mix diversity" and land use mix access", the variables "educational attainment mother", "self-efficacy external" and "land use mix diversity" were excluded from further analyses. CI indicates confidence interval.
few alternative transport modes besides walking and cycling to travel to and from school. The distance to school and the perception of the adolescents of other built environmental attributes can then be of importance to explain AT to and from school in adolescents. In contrast, after school hours and during the weekends, the parents more often have the time and opportunity to transport their children. Therefore, it is possible that adolescents' AT during their leisure time is more dependent on parental perceptions of neighborhood environmental attributes. Furthermore, during leisure time, the adolescents more often have the choice to be driven by their parents to their destinations or to use AT. It is possible that other factors (e.g. the possibility to be independent) rather than their perception of the environmental attributes are of greater importance in this choice. Second, the items in the questionnaire concerning the environmental perceptions were related to the adolescents' own neighborhood. Because a large part of adolescents are involved in sports and other leisure activities, adolescents' AT during leisure time involve also the route from home to sport or leisure facilities. Consequently, built environmental characteristics of these environments may need to be taken into account. Thus, it would be advisable for future research to also include built environmental characteristics of other routes and destinations where adolescents often travel to during leisure time, such as their friend's house, sport facilities or parks. Finally, the absence of associations can be attributable to the relatively high activity friendliness of Belgian neighborhoods. In contrast to other continents and countries such as the USA or Australia the built environment in Belgium is quite supportive for walking and cycling [42] . Consequently, this will be reflected in the variability in AT.
When considering the present study results, it should be taken into account that due to the cross-sectional design no inferences on causality can be made. Secondly, as we relied on self-report, our data may suffer from reporting bias. Third, certain neighborhood environmental factors (e.g. quality and attractiveness of parks and neighborhood sport facilities [43, 44] ) that were not included in our questionnaire may also be of importance in explaining AT among adolescents. These factors should be investigated more thoroughly in the future. Fourth, comparison of gender distribution, parental employment status and educational level with data from the Belgian National Institute of Statistics showed that the study sample was comparable for gender, but the parents were more likely to be highly educated and employed. This may limit the generalizability of our findings. Strengths of the present study are the large study sample and the use of validated questionnaires to measure built environmental perceptions and AT.
For public health researchers, organizers and providers and policy makers involved in the development of interventions to promote PA, the results of the present study provide evidence that among Belgian adolescents, the perceptions of neighborhood built environmental attributes might be of importance for AT to and from school. Consequently, changing the perception of built environment attributes by awareness-raising initiatives may be effective in the promotion of AT tot and from school but not in the promotion of AT during leisure time. Of course, when considering these results and conclusions, it should be taken into account that they refer to the overall Belgian adolescent population and that they are possibly not applicable for specific subgroups. For example for groups that are most difficult to reach (i.e. adolescents living in socio-economically disadvantaged neighborhoods with less positive scores on psychosocial factors) positive environmental perceptions might help in overcoming personal barriers towards PA. Further research in specific subgroups is therefore needed.
